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On May 4 in Madrid, Economy Minister Domingo Cavallo told reporters that the government plans
to privatize the Atucha I and Embalse nuclear power plants in order to finance construction of the
Atucha II reactor. According to Cavallo, government policy prohibits spending federal budget funds
on programs that can be financed by the private sector. Congressional approval is required for
privatization of the nuclear facilities. Anibal Nunez, interim chief of the National Atomic Energy
Commission, said two financing proposals have been suggested. Under one of the proposals, the
government would continue to be responsible for all plant operations, while private companies
could acquire a stake in the nuclear power generation companies. The second proposal envisages
operation of the reactors by a private company, while the Commission would be in charge of
plant security. Nunez said the Commission has a "tremendous" infrastructure of laboratories,
described as indispensable for managing the reactors. He questioned whether a private company or
companies would be willing to assume the cost of such infrastructure. In addition, Nunez expressed
skepticism on whether a private firm could afford to insure the nuclear power generation facilities,
or even find an insurance company willing to draft a policy. After describing the privatization
idea as "hardly realistic," daily newspaper El Clarin said the British government's experience is
instructive. When Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher's government offered nuclear power plants
to the private sector, there were no takers "because the insurance is prohibitive." El Clarin added,
"If [Cavallo] wants electricity, he will have to pay for it. This is called capitalism." The Atucha I
and Embalse reactors are fueled by natural uranium. Atucha I, located 70 km. northwest of Buenos
Aires, was designed by the German company Siemens/KWU, and began operations in 1974. Power
generation capacity is 350 megawatts. The Embalse reactor, based on Canadian technology (Candu),
is located in Cordoba province (700 km. northwest of Buenos Aires), and commenced operations
in 1982. Power generation capacity is 650 megawatts. Combined installed capacity of Embalse and
Atucha I is equal to 7.61% of the nation's total installed power generation capacity. However, in
1991, the two facilities accounted for 17.02% of electricity consumption. On a cost comparison basis,
the two nuclear plants average US 30.22 mills per kilowatt-hour, and all other electricity sources
in Argentina average 57.55 mills/kw.hr. Construction of the Atucha II reactor, located at the same
site as Atucha I, is 80% complete. Atucha II power generation capacity is more than 700 megawatts.
[Basic data from El Clarin (Argentina), Agence France-Presse, 05/05/92]
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